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Bus Driving: Exhaustion and Exhaust Fumes 
Of an estimated 354,000 bus drivers in the V nited 
States some 46 percent are women. They drive the major-
ity of the nation's school buses, with smaller percentages 
on city and commercial intercity lines. 
from vehicle vibration and inadequately designed seats, 
and the psychological stress caused by driving in traffic 
while serving customers or policing students. 
Although some ofthese hazards are being met by better 
design and engineering in new buses, conditions vary 
widely from place to place. Many ofthese working condi-
tions still need attention. 
The health hazards faced by these drivers and their 
male colleagues include air pollution - especially from 
carbon monoxide in exhaust fumes - noise, body stress 
Air Pollution 
Carbon monoxide produced by 
motor vehicle exhaust is the most 
dangerous pollutant to which bus 
drivers are exposed. Even low levels 
can cause fatigue, headache, confu-
sion, irritability, dizziness and dis-
turbed sleep. Studies have shown 
that it can also affect driving 
accuracy. 
Carbon monoxide is also released 
by cigarette smoke in buses that still 
permit smoking. Cigarette smoke 
also causes eye irritation, cough, 
wheezing and headache in some non-
smokers. Such reactions can also 
increase fatigue. 
Other air pollution is caused by 
passengers with colds and viruses 
and cleaning and fumigating chemi-
cals. The new, air-conditioned 
buses in which windows do not open 
are designed to minimize dirt, noise 
and carbon monoxide pollution from 
surrounding traffic. But their design 
often makes it difficult to remove the 
odor and residue of chemical 
cleansers and roach sprays. 
Although some of these problems 
cannot be completely eliminated, 
many can be lessened by better main-
tenance of old buses and better design 
of new ones. Carbon monoxide pol-
lution is particularly traceable to 
poor care of engines and windows as 
well as to parking in tight patterns. 
If buses must be left in an idyling 
mode between uses, particular atten-
tion should be paid to ventilation. 
Women are drivers on many city lines. 
Filters in ventilation systems should 
be changed according to manufac-
turers' instructions, and account 
should be taken of varying pollution 
levels caused by different driving 
conditions. 
To counterfumigation odors, only 
approved pesticides should be used 
and buses should be thoroughly ven-
tilated after the process. 
Noise 
Some noise measurements taken 
in buses have shown levels as much 
as 20 decibels above the V.S. Occu-
pational Safety and Health Adminis-
o 
tration recommended level of 90 
decibels. Excessive noise like this can 
contribute to hearing problems as 
well as present a safety threat insofar 
as it interferes with the driver's ability 
to communicate or get auditory cues 
from traffic on the road. 
Newer buses are less noisy, and 
closed windows shut out much traffic 
noise, but city traffic and obstreper-
ous children in school buses can still 
present a noise hazard. 
Installation of acoustic material 
near the driver's seat and acoustically 
insulated engines can reduce noise. 
Radio playing and other passenger 
noise should be kept to a minimum. 
'to 
&1 Vibrational Stress 
.~ Research has shown that the bodies 
P. of bus drivers are subject to vibration 
and shock under normal working 
conditions. One study of 1,448 inter-
state male drivers with more than 15 
years on the road concluded that 
whole-body vibration contributed to 
a number of health problems. These 
included disorders of the veins, bow-
els, muscles, back and respiratory 
system. Whole-body vibration, along 
with poor diet and posture, can 
influence the development of vari-
cose veins, hemorrhoids, diverticuli-
tis, appendicitis and some hernias. It 
is also suspected of having an influ-
ence on stiffness of joints, back disc 
problems and back pain. The pot-
holes often encountered in city driv-
ing may aggravate body shock and 
Most of the nation's school bus drivers are women. 
some of these conditions. 
Another factor that may aggravate 
the effects of body vibration are 
uncomfortable, badly designed driv-
ers' seats. At this writing, there are no 
enforceable guidelines for the con-
struction of comfortable seating for 
bus drivers. 
The effects of whole-body vibra-
tion can be ameliorated by the proper 
use and maintenance of shock 
absorbers, adequate rest stops, better 
maintained roads and highways, and 
seats and driver areas designed for 
comfort. These should take into 
account the different dimensions of 
individual male and female drivers. 
Psychological Siress 
A recent study by the Paris (France) 
Metropolitan Transportation System 
suggests that the job title "bus driver" 
is "biotechnically illegitimate." Two 
fundamentally incompatible tasks are 
required, it points out: driving a veh-
icle safely in heavy traffic and, at the 
same time, checking passenger fares. 
Although in some U.S. cities, the lat-
ter burden has been somewhat eased 
by the requirement that passengers 
have exact change,the driver is still 
responsible for seeing to it that fares 
are paid and that order is maintained 
in the bus. In school buses, although 
there are no fares, maintaining order 
can be a particularly difficult task. 
That stress is a major problem for 
bus drivers has been shown in a 
number of studies in other countries. 
In Sweden, increased frequencies of 
illness were found, as well as early 
retirement. In West Berlin, 75 per-
cent of drivers surveyed were forced 
to leave their jobs prematurely 
because of occupational stress. 
The ideal solution to the conflict in 
the driver'sjob would probably be to 
have two workers aboard each vehi-
cle - one to drive and one to collect 
fares. Since mounting municipal 
budget deficits make this unlikely, 
more practical solutions may be to 
extend the exact-change rule, to pro-
vide special bus lanes in cities, and to 
have clearly marked routes and 
schedules for passengers so that they 
do not have to distract the drivers 
with questions. For school children, 
o bus safety classes may be of some 
~ help in encouraging quiet and order 
'8 on the bus. 
£ Another significant stressor of bus 
drivers, some studies also point out, 
is the lack of social support on the 
job. This might be helped by provid-
ing for meetings at which drivers 
exchange grievances and suggestions. 
Some cities have also attempted to 
show support to drivers by encourag-
ing passengers to report extra cour-
teous treatment and by displaying 
"driver of the month" commenda-
tions among the bus advertisements. 
This fact sheet is based on the report 
Occupational Health Effects of Driving 
a Bus by Marian Olsen, a graduate s/u-
~ dent at the Columbia University School 
'" of Public Health. e 
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